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AFRAID  TO  BE  FREE 

"...make  me  as  one  of  thy  hired  servants." 

Luke  15:19b 

Herman  Melville  once  observed  that  "to  produce  a 
mighty  book  you  must  have  a  mighty  theme . "  The  power 
of  the  parable  of  the  prodigal  son  rises  from  the  maj- 
esty of  the  theme  to  which  it  speaks.  This  story  has 
a  way  of  "finding"  us  in  our  teens,  in  our  forties,  in 
our  sixties.   Some  of  its  terms  have  passed  over  into 
the  language  -  the  elder  brother,  the  fatted  calf,  the 
far  country.   Its  yield  of  truth  seems  inexhaustible. 
The  hero  of  this  parable  is  the  waiting  father,  not 
the  wandering  son.  Jesus  gave  us  the  story  not  to  il- 
lustrate man's  sin  but  to  underscore  God's  love. 

The  prodigal  is  not  the  hero,  but  one  of  his  lines 
gives  us  our  text  for  today.  The  younger  of  two  broth- 
ers asks  somewhat  rudely  for  his  share  of  the  inherit- 
ance. With  these  funds  in  hand,  he  takes  off  for  the 
far  country  and  has  himself  a  time.   Presently  his 
funds  run  out,  and  simultaneously,  his  friends.   He 
begins  to  be  in  want.   In  the  depths  he  comes  to  him- 
self and  decides  to  return  home.  One  can  hear  him  as 
he  begins  to  rehearse  his  penitential  speech:  "Father, 
I  have  sinned  again  Heaven  and  in  thy  sight  and  am  no 
more  worthy  to  be  called  thy  son.  Make  me  as  one  of 
thy  hired  servants."  (Luke  15:19) 

The  lad's  words  are  psychologically  sound.  Having 
once  blown  his  freedom,  he  is  now  afraid  of  it.  Appar- 
ently, in  the  narrative,  the  father  had  offered  no  re- 
sistance to  the  boy's  desire  to  leave  home.  There  is 
no  record  that  he  chided  him  in  any  way;  or  warned  him; 
or  suggested  that  the  boy  stick  around  long  enough  to 
finish  school  or  learn  a  trade.  Now  this  freedom 
scared  him.   Faced  with  the  burden  of  resumption,  he 
desires  to  turn  over  his  freedom  as  a  son  in  order  to 
enjoy  the  security  of  a  slave.   He  now  mistrusts  his 
abilities  and  doubts  his  capacities.   "Make  me  as  one 
of  your  hired  servants."  Tell  me  which  field  to  work. 
Tell  me  what  friends  to  make.  Tell  me  how  to  manage 
my  money.   Here  is  a  classic  instance  of  a  man  afraid 
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to  be  freec  This  is  one  of  the  oldest  themes  of  human 
story :   Here  is  my  freedom  —  give  me  now  my  bread I 

This  truth  helps  us  to  under stand,  at  least  in 
part j,  the  history  of  our  race=>  We  ask  in  dismay  how 
tyrant  after  tyrant  could  come  to  control  so  many  peo- 
ple at  so  many  points  in  hi story .  The  answer  is  sim- 
pler The  masses  are  afraid  to  be  free.  The  Hebrews 
in  the  wilderness  began  to  long  for  the  securities  of 
Egypt,  and  those  longings  almost  achieved  what  Pharoah's 
forces  could  not.   Eric  Hoffer,  the  peerless  sage  of 
the  San  Francisco  piers,,  says  this;   "Unless  a  man  has 
the  talents  to  make  something  of  himself,  freedom  is  an 
irksome  burden.  Of  what  avail  is  freedom  to  choose  if 
the  self  be  ineffectual?  We  join  a  mass  movement  to 
escape  individual  responsibility,  or,  in  the  words  of 
the  ardent  young  Nazi,  8to  be  free  from  freedom.'   It 
was  not  sheer  hypocrisy  when  the  rank-and-file  Nazis 
declared  themselves  not  guilty  of  all  the  enormities 
they  had  committed.  They  considered  themselves  cheat- 
ed and  maligned  when  made  to  shoulder  responsibility 
for  obeying  orders.   Had  they  not  joined  the  Nazi  move- 
ment in  order  to  be  free  from  responsibility?"  ■*- 

Dostoevsky  in  The  Grand  Inquisitor  says  the  same 
thing  in  fewer  words:   "I  tell  Thee  that  man  is  tormen- 
ted by  no  greater  anxiety  than  to  find  some  one  quickly 
to  whom  he  can  hand  over  that  gift  of  freedom  with 
which  the  ill-fated  creature  is  born."  2 

It  will  be  a  dark  day  in  these  United  States  when 
we  make  the  final  turnover  to  Big  Government.  Conserv- 
atives have  a  sound  instinct  here,  although  they  fre- 
quently support  it  for  the  wrong  reasons.  Emerson  in 
his  essay,  well  known,  on  Self -Reliance  notes  that 
"Society  everywhere  is  in  conspiracy  against  the  man- 
hood of  every  one  of  its  members.   Society  is  a  joint- 
stock  company,  in  which  the  members  agree,  for  the 
better  securing  of  his  bread  to  each  shareholder,  to 
surrender  the  liberty  and  culture  of  the  eater.  The 
virtue  in  most  request  is  conformity.   Self-reliance 
is  its  aversion.   It  loves  not  realities  and  creators, 
but  names  and  customs."  3 


If  it  be  true  that  we  are  forever  in  danger  of 
surrendering  our  freedom  in  exchange  for  bread,  then 
surely  one  can  find  some  good  words  to  say  on  behalf 
of  the  dissenters  of  our  society,  who  are  trying  to 
see  to  it  that  no  one  form  of  thought  should  suit  us 
all.  Tom  Wicker,  in  reflecting  on  this  year's  presi- 
dential campaign,  asserted  that  America  has  moved  from 
organi zat ional  politics  to  participation  politics.. 
Russell  Baker  referred  to  the  infatuation  with  Eugene 
McCarthy  of  the  young  collegians  as  "A  Second  Child- 
ren1 s  Crusade. ' 

The  school  strike  that  rests  over  our  city  like  a 
heavy  unwelcome  fog,  presenting  us  with  a  sore  and  vex- 
ing problem,  has  at  least  this  much  to  be  said  for  it: 
There  is  one  community  in  our  large  metropolis  that 
wishes  to  have  a  say  in  the  education  of  its  young. 
"No  more  worthy  to  be  called  thy  son,  make  me  one  of 
thy  hired  servants."  We  must  always  resist  the  urge 
to  lay  down  our  freedom.  Wordsworth  was  speaking  for 
most  of  us  when  he  said 

"Me  this  unchartered  freedom  tires, 
I  feel  the  weight  of  chance  desires, 
I  long  for  a  repose  that  ever  is  the  same." 

(Ode  to  Duty) 

"No  more  worthy  to  be  called  thy  son,  make  me  as 
one  of  thy  hired  servants."  There  is  warning  here  that 
we  dare  not  surrender  our  manhood  in  the  interest  of 
employment.  Occasionally  when  some  ne'er-do-well  is 
drafted  by  the  Army,  his  "friends"  can  be  heard  saying, 
perhaps  over  coffee:   "The  Army  will  do  him  good." 
They  mean  by  this,  of  course,  that  the  command  system 
of  the  military  will  have  a  salutary  effect  on  him. 
Jesus  was  encountered  one  day  by  a  centurian  who  em- 
bodied the  command  system.   Said  the  officer  in  all 
candor,  "I  am  a  man  set  under  authority,  having  under 
me  soldiers,  and  I  say  unto  one  'Go*'  and  he  goes  and 
to  another  'Come8  and  he  cometh."  (Luke  7?8)  It  is 
easy  for  one  to  come  to  depend  on  such  defining  direc- 
tives. They  release  us  from  the  need  to  think  for  our- 
selves. 


Any  man's  work  ean  take  on  this  domination •  laun- 
der stood  well  the  student  from  the  University  of  Michi- 
gan in  my  office  that  day  who  said?   "I  think  my  father 
would  die  if  he  didn't  have  his  work/'  Vance  Packard 
and  a  host  of  others  have  told  us  about  the  growing 
totalitarian  demands  that  large  industry  makes  upon  its 
employee ss  For  want  of  a  "better  term^  I  call  it  "cor- 
poration absorption".   One  doesn't  so  much  work  for 
I„B9M9  or  General  Motor b,   one  belongs  to  X«B.Mo  or  Gen- 
eral Motors .  They'll  tell  us  where  to  live;  what  style 
of  dress  is  acceptable j  what  kind  of  car  to  drive ;  the 
friendships  we  should  form*  Even  back  in  Charles 
Lamb's  time  this  tendency  for  one's  work  to  define  and 
dominate  a  man's  life  was  pre sent .  He  writes  in  one 
of  his  essays.0   "Besides  my  daylight  servitude  <»  I  serv- 
ed over  again  all  night  in  my  sleep 9   and  would  awake 
with  terrors  of  imaginary  false  entries^  errors  in  my 
accounts,  and  the  like.   I  was  fifty  years  of  age,,  and 
no  prospect  of  emancipation  presented  itself,,  I  had 
grown  to  my  desk,  as  it  were|  and  the  wood  had  entered 
into  my  soul . "  ^ 

I  say  every  man's  work  can  take  on  this  domination, 
even  a  minister's  work*,  One  of  the  most  honest  and 
searching  books  on  the  ministry  that  I  have  seen  in  re- 
cent years  is  the  one  entitled  A  Ministry  Renewed  by 
Gordon  Harris*   In  this  volume  the  author  confesses 
"I  found  that  I  was  evading  the  real  issue  of  the  Gos- 
pel, insofar  as  I  was  afraid,  as  1  still  am  in  many 
ways,,  to  die  to  other  people's  expectations  of  me*  The 
unwillingness  to  die  in  this  sense  precluded  any  real 
possibility  of  discovering  my  identity  as  a  person  in 
my  own  rights  and  thus  any  possibility  of  fulfilling 
my  vocation  as  a  minister,  which  is  to  teach  others 
how  to  die."  5 

There  is  a  locked  up  potential  in  us  all  that  fre- 
quently remains  locked  up  tight  because  we  have  sold 
our  freedom  as  sons  for  the  security  of  the  system. 
This  is  why  every  so  often  we  applaud,,  if  not  openly 
at  least  within  our  own  hearts  =•  the  prima  donna  who 
can  walk  off  the  stage  ©f  the  Met  showing  a  flourish 
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of  independence i  a  Bo  Belinsky,  who  can  walk  out  of  a 
baseball  training  camp  in  Florida]  "Who's  gonna9  tell 
me  what  time  to  go  to  bed  at  night?";  or  a  young  Con- 
gressman  who  begins  to  think  independently  on  Vietnam 
and  causes  a  fluttering  in  the  political  dovecote. 
This  is  why  Benjamin  Braddock  in  Charles  Webb's  story 
The  Graduate  almost  unhinges  us;  because  in  a  vivid 
and  dramatic  way  he  shows  us  the  price  we  have  paid  for 
what  the  system  has  given  us. 

"But  we  have  to  eat, "  you  say.  Yes,  but  not  cake. 
We  must  learn  to  simplify  our  desires,  put  some  limits 
on  our  cupidity,  so  that  we  will  want  nothing  so  badly 
from  the  system  that  we  will  forfeit  our  freedom  to 
achieve  it. 

"I  am  no  more  worthy  to  be  called  thy  son,  make 
me  as  one  of  thy  hired  servants."  These  words  have 
something  to  say  about  the  nature  of  religious  experi- 
ence. The  boy  rehearsed  these  lines  but  he  never  got 
to  say  them.   His  father  wouldn't  let  him.   Instead  he 
put  a  robe  on  his  back,  a  symbol  of  distinction  in  the 
east;  a  ring  on  his  finger,  the  mark  of  authority;  and 
shoes  on  his  feet,  so  that  he  wouldn't  run  around  bare 
of  foot  like  a  common  slave.  The  father  might  have 
been  forgiven  a  few  "I-told-you-so' s, "  but  he  did  not 
indulge.   He  simply  received  the  boy  back  and  surround- 
ed him  with  his  supporting  love.  Thus  the  father  be- 
comes the  beloved  symbol  of  God's  pursuing,  non-stop, 
shatterproof  love  for  the  world.  God,  "whose  property 
is  always  to  have  mercy, "  as  an  old  prayer  of  the 
church  puts  it.  There  is  a  divine  restraint  at  work; 
God  will  not  crush  out  our  freedom,  even  to  take  us 
captive . 

But  we're  always  tempted  to  give  our  soul  over  for 
safekeeping,  to  exchange  our  freedom  for  the  security 
that  might  come  to  us  from  an  infallible  book,  an  in<= 
fallible  church,  an  infallible  tradition,  an  infallible 
set  of  principles.  Martin  Luther  was  disturbed  that 
the  church  of  his  time  had  interposed  itself  between 
man  and  God.  He  went  on  to  write  that  "No  man  can  die 
for  another,  and  no  man  can  believe  for  another."  In 
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the  life  of  faith  there  may  be  guides  but  there  can  be 
no  proxies*  There  is  no  institution,  there  is  no  min- 
ister, there  is  no  tradition,  there  is  no  theological 
system  that  can  take  the  risk  out  of  commitment  for  any 
one  of  uss  The  only  way  a  man  can  know  that  Jesus 
Christ  is  worth  following  to  death  is  by  following  him 
to  death*  God  wants  us  back,  to  be  sure,  but  not  as 
self-deprecating,  grovelling,  snivelling  human  beings • 
Penitent f   yes,;  but  as  sons  who  are  willing  to  stand 
fast  in  the  liberty  wherewith  Christ  has  made  us  free. 
(Galatians  5"l)  He  has  made  us  privy  to  His  purposes. 
Said  Jesus:   "No  longer  do  I  call  you  slaves,  for  the 
slave  knoweth  not  what  his  Lord  doethj  but  I  have  cal- 
led  you  friends/1  (John  15:15)  St.  Paul  comes  at  the 
same  truth  down  a  different  runway  when  he  says  "Ye 
received  not  the  spirit  of  slavery  again  unto  fear, 
but  ye  received  the  spirit  of  adoption  whereby  we  cry 
•Abba'  -  Father/'  (Romans  8:15) 

Think  of  the  audacity  of  God,  that  He  should  make 
us  free  and  insist  that  we  exercise  our  freedom 1  He 
runs  the  risk  that  we  will  become  prodigal  again,  does 
He  not?  I  remember  a  cartoon  in  The  New  Yorker  about 
seven  or  eight  years  ago  where  the  father  looks  at  his 
boy  and  says:   "Son,  this  is  the  third  fatted  calf 
we've  killed  for  you.  When  are  you  going  to  settle 
down?"  God  runs  the  risk  that  we  will  become  prodigal 
again,  but  apparently  He  would  rather  run  this  risk 
than  have  a  house  filled  with  elder  brothers .   "Make 
me  as  one  of  thy  hired  servants, "  but  the  father  will 
have  none  of  it.   "This  my  son  was  dead  and  is  alive 
again,  was  lost  and  is  found . "  What  he  was  really  say- 
ing to  his  son  was  this:   "My  boy,  don't  be  afraid  to 
be  free." 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

Father,  for  Thy  love  that  has  borne  with 

us  times  without  number, 
And  for  the  divine  restraint  that  refuses 

to  receive  as  slaves  those 

who  should  come  as  sons 

-  we  bless  Thy  holy  name 4 

Give  us  the  courage  to  live  in 

the  freedom  to  which  we  have 
been  called. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.  Amen. 
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